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Doug Dorst
L a  F ie s t a  d e  Sa n  H u m b e r t o  e l  M e n o r
I t  w i l l  b e  a  h o t  d a y , the ho ttest we have had in years. I t is only 
nine o ’clock, yet sweat soaks my shirt as I sit alone in the shade 
o f  my fruit stand. It has no t rained in weeks. T he air is as still as 
San H u m b erto ’s bones.
T he great saint is buried in a vault beneath our church, along 
with the rem ains o f  the hyenas that followed him  on his travels 
around the world. Each m orning  since his death three hundred  
years ago, the church bells have rung  at eight o ’clock, sounding 
the beginning o f  the daily Mass in his honor. T he church bells 
woke m e today. In my throbb ing  head it sounded like they were 
calling ou t “N o . . .fruit! N o . . .fruit! N o . . .fruit!” scolding m e for 
another late night w ith the bottle, for another w asted m orning. 
O nce again I have disappointed my early custom ers, the people 
w ho like to eat fruit on the church steps as they wait for the Mass 
to begin. T he tow n is quiet except for the buzz o f  fat, dizzy flies 
as they circle and dive and swarm.
Som eone is ru n n in g  tow ards m e from  the tow n square. 
T hough  I cannot see clearly, I know  it is my friend Vargas, the 
woodworker. H e is a fat man. H e runs neither often  no r well. 
W hen Vargas reaches the stand he leans on it to support himself. 
H e holds his side and doubles over- like a m an stuck by a knife. I 
give him  the glass o f  lem onade I have m ade for myself; he looks 
like he needs it m ore than I do. “M anolo,” he says through shal­
low breaths. “Com e to the square. You will n o t believe w hat you 
see.”
“W h o  will watch the stand?” I ask.
‘Y o u r fruit is safe. Everyone is inside the church.”
We walk tow ard the square, shading our eyes from  the sharp 
m orn ing  sun.
“W hat news is so im portan t that it makes you run?” I ask.
‘Y o u  would know  if  you had been awake.” Vargas often  feels 
the need to be a teacher. I am too  old to learn his lessons.
H e turns to look at me. “ It was ano ther one o f  those nights, 
yes? You drink and you clean the gun?” H e says this quietly, with 
concern.
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“I did not touch the gun,” I lie.
The square is at the exact center of the town, where the two 
roads cross. In one corner of the square is the town wishing 
well. As is my custom, I drop in a coin and mouth a prayer of 
contrition to the saint. There is no splash, just the flat sound of 
the coin landing in the muck below.
Vargas leads me through the square to the mayor’s office. A 
scroll is nailed to the door. The parchment is thick and smooth, 
with bright purple and yellow borders, long black leather fringes 
attached to the corners, and elegant script that seems to be writ­
ten in gold. I touch it, to see what the gold feels like. The words 
are cool, slippery, like the skin of a pear.
“It must be for the Festival,” I say. “But such a scroll to an­
nounce Ayala?”
“That is the news,” he says. “It will not be Ayala. Let me read 
it for you.” Vargas knows I broke my eyeglasses in the bar last 
week defending my daughter’s honor, such as it is. “Attention 
citizens! El Gris the bandit has been captured in our town! Next 
Friday he will receive his punishment at the Festival o f San 
Humberto, where the hyenas will run fast and hungry! Rejoice in 
safety! Rejoice in justice!”’
E l Gris I My pulse races. It is a feeling of triumph, a feeling 
that everyone in the town must share this morning. El Gris is a 
ruthless murderer, robber, and thief, a man who shoots then 
laughs then shoots again. It is said that he had his mane of gray 
hair even as a teenager, that it turned gray from the thrill o f his 
first kill. El Gns was a plague on tins land long before Lars Jarlssen 
ever came to town with all of his money and built his house with 
its swimming pool and bought the village bar and turned the 
back rooms into a brothel and cursed us with his verminous pet 
spider monkey and raised the price of tequila and stole my wife 
and my children away from me.
ccWe have never had such a famous person to hang,” Vargas 
says.
“It is San Hum berto’s doing,” I say. “El Gris is too smart to 
be caught by any man.”
“Perhaps he wanted to be caught,” Vargas says. “Perhaps he 
wants to repent.”
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I laugh and shake my head. “T he heat makes you foolish,” I 
say. “O ne can bathe a hyena, bu t it will never smell clean.”
As I walk back to my stand, I see two boys run  away with 
their arm s full o f  my guavas. They yell and laugh. It is too  h o t to 
chase them.
Twice I have nearly been a victim  o f  E l Gris. T he first tim e was 
twenty years ago. I was walking hom e from  the bar— then ow ned 
by Vargas’s grandfather— w here we had celebrated the engage­
m ent o f  one o f  Vargas’s sisters. I walked through the town square 
and tu rned  o n to  the w est road, tow ard the one-room  house 
M adalena and I had shared since we were m arried the year be­
fore. I heard som eone clear his th roat behind me. I tu rned  and 
saw E l Gris leaning against the wishing well, his long gray hair 
bright in the m oonlight. I had walked past him  and n o t noticed. 
“G o o d  evening, friend,” he said, in a voice that told m e I was no t 
his friend at all. I saw his right hand m ove tow ard his ho lster and 
my instincts took  over. I leapt in to  the alley next to  the bank and 
ran, taking a snake’s path  through the w est side o f  tow n, staying 
o ff  the road. I hid behind the seafood seller’s shop, behind a 
stack o f  crates, kneeling am ong the old stinking fish that had 
been left out for the dogs. I rem ained there for two hours, trying 
no t to breathe. W hen I thought it was safe, I ran and I did no t 
look back. A t hom e I fell in to  M adalena’s arm s and told her my 
story. ‘Y o u  did the right thing,” she said. “You have too  m uch to 
live for.” T hen  she bathed m e and m ade love to me. It was the 
night Ysela was conceived.
T he second encounter was four years ago. E l G ris robbed  
and killed three shopkeepers on the west road. I would have been 
one o f  his targets, but I was n o t tending my stand that day. 
M adalena had left w ith the children only a week before, and I 
was at hom e, face dow n on the cool floor, trem bling, sick with 
drink and the loss o f  my family. In the echo o f  each shot, I 
prayed a ricochet would take me.
T he heat lingers into the evening like a stubborn  guest. I am 
exhausted after hours o f  m aking change and smiling and ignor­
ing the angry glances that said Where are the guavas today, Manolo? 
M y wife needs them to make jelly fo r the feast. A .nd where were you this
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morning? But my day is far from  over. I m ust go into the hills and 
tell my son Ruben the good  news about the Festival, about El 
Gris. By my estim ation, there will be just enough daylight for me 
to find my way back.
Ruben left tow n four years ago, on the day his m o ther m ar­
ried Lars. H e left a trail o f  orange peels so I could find him. He 
has never com e back, no t even for his m o ther’s funeral. But each 
day I tell m yself maybe, just maybe, he has grow n tired o f  living 
alone, tired o f  punishing me, and only needs a reason, an excuse, 
to com e back. Perhaps the chance to run  with the hyenas for El 
Gris will be reason enough.
I leave the d irt path  that runs south o f  the tow n and head 
in to  the hills. I walk for an hour, follow the path  I know  by heart: 
over a field o f  prickly maguey and fire-red bandilleros, across a 
stream where dipper birds swim underwater, up a rock face flecked 
w ith quartz. W hen I com e to the apple tree, I stop and call his 
name. Silence. I see the faintest m ovem ent o f  a shadow  in the 
branches. T hen  an apple shoots down and hits m e in the boot, 
square on the ankle. This is w hat usually happens: I talk, and he 
throw s fruit.
“R uben,” I say again. “T here is exciting news from  town. 
They have captured E l Gris. H e will hang at the Festival next 
Friday.” A no ther apple, this time soft, rotting, hits m e on the 
knee and stains my pants.
I dream  o f  bringing Ruben back into tow n with me; I will 
cook him  a m agnificent dinner, then we will steal a bottle o f 
tequila from  Lars and share it as we watch the sun set from  the 
bell tower, and Ruben will w ork with m e at the stand and smile 
as he makes change because he is so happy that we w ork to ­
gether. B ut I have com e to accept that, for now, he is a boy w ho 
lives in a tree and throw s fruit at his father.
I did no t always accept this. W hen I followed the orange peels 
and found him  in the tree, I shouted at him, d runk  and blind 
w ith anger. These are the things I said:
Come down from that tree! Boys do not live in trees!
You are bringing shame upon yourfamily, such as it is!
You are as bad as your sister! Perhaps worse!
The lightning will hit you. San Humberto will see to it!
Squirrels will claw at your testicles, trying to gather them fo r the winter!
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I f  there is a drought, the branches of the tree may weaken and break, 
and you may fa ll and hurt yourself I
Why are you leavingyourfather alone?
Twice I have brought the gun to R uben’s tree, drunk. O n  the 
day after M adalena was buried, I aim ed it at my son, a shadow  in 
an apple tree. Weeks later, on the day my daughter Ysela told m e 
she was going to w ork in Lars’s back room s, I held it to my head. 
O n  bo th  occasions, San H um berto  prevented m e from  pulling 
the trigger. For this I am grateful, m ost o f  the time.
“D o  you n o t w ant to see E l G ris?” I say to Ruben. “We have 
never had such a fam ous person  to hang.”
Apple, apple, apple.
I turn  and walk back to the road w ith the bruises grow ing 
under my clothes. B ut I have n o t given up. I have decided that 
the capture o f  E l Gris is a sign from  the saint, a sign o f  order 
restored, a sign that Ruben and I will run  with the hyenas to ­
gether this year.
I t  is pitch dark w hen I pass through the south gate in to  town, 
and I swear it is as ho t as it was at noon. T hough  my clothes are 
stained w ith sweat and dirt and apple, I go to the bar for a bottle 
o f  tequila. I t is the only way I will find sleep tonight. I do n o t 
w ant to see Lars, but, as is his custom , he sits at his desk in the 
loft overlooking the bar, calling out bawdy jokes as one o f  the 
girls sits on his lap and com bs his thick blond beard. T he sound 
o f  coins slapping the bar is as constan t as the ticking o f  a clock.
T here is a bottle o f  tequila on the corner o f  the bar, unat­
tended. Lars has placed it here either as a m ocking w elcom e or as 
a trap, an invitation for m e to steal from  him  while he watches 
out o f  the corner o f  his cold blue eyes and salivates at the thought 
o f  the police taking m e away. Lars is right to expect m e to steal 
from  him, bu t he underestim ates me. I will n o t take som ething 
as insignificant as a botde; I will steal som ething he loves. I do 
n o t yet have a plan, because Lars does no t seem to love anything 
besides himself. It is an excellent defense, I admit.
I keep my eyes to the floor and pay the bartender. I turn  to 
leave, the bottle o f  tequila in hand. “M anolo,” Lars shouts from  
his loft. “My very best custom er.” I keep walking. Behind m e I
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hear whispers, stifled laughs. “You com e for a glim pse o f  your 
daughter,” he says. “But she will have noth ing  to do w ith you.”
I tu rn  and look up. W ithout my glasses I see his face as a blur, 
bu t I know  his expression— a scornful curl o f  lip under b lond 
m ustache, a creeping lopsided smile, blue eyes wide w ith savage 
mockery. H e sits in front o f  a bright lamp that casts a halo around 
his head so people w ho look up at him  will think he is som e kind 
o f  angel. I spit on his polished floor.
“O h, Manolo. You m ust be so lonely,” he says loudly. It is 
im portan t to him  that everybody hear. “A nice girl could com ­
fo rt you m ore than that bottle. O ne o f  Ysela’s friends, perhaps? 
I ’m  sure they w ould love to see w here she came from .”
M ore laughter. T he door seems very far away.
I know  that every m an in this room  has paid his m oney to be 
w ith my daughter. M ost have no t said anything to me, bu t I can 
see it in their eyes w hen they com e to buy my fruit. Som e o f  
them  cannot look at m e or talk to me. They squeeze the fruit 
silently and stare at the g round  while they hun t for m oney in 
their pockets. T he others look m e in the eye too  directly, speak 
too  loudly, listen too earnestly. I do n o t know  which bothers me 
more.
Even Vargas took his turn, once. Later that night he knocked 
on my door and confessed: he said he was sorry, he was drunk, 
he was fighting with his wife, and Ysela was just so beautiful. H e 
begged me to blacken his eyes, so I did. We never spoke o f  it 
again. I f  I were to hold  grudges, I would soon be ou t o f  friends.
‘Y o u  are an evil m an,” I say, staring at the floor.
Swinging from  a crossbeam, Lars’ m onkey screeches and bares 
its teeth at me. I hate that monkey, that filthy little beast in its 
purple velveteen coat. Lars laughs. “Good-bye, Manolo, and thank 
you for your business,” he says, waving me out.
“San H um berto  punishes those like you,” I say, my back to 
him  and to everyone else.
As I walk through the door I hear him  say, for the benefit o f  
everyone having a drink or waiting for a girl, “But M anolo is 
wrong! San H um berto  punishes people like E l Gris!” It is no t 
funny, bu t they laugh. H e has the money. H e gives the party. 
People laugh.
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I open the bottle and drink. Tonight I will n o t touch the gun, 
will n o t clean it, will n o t cradle it like a baby. I swear it to myself.
In the m orning, Vargas brings news from  the jail, w here Ayala 
and E l G ris sit in adjoining cells. “Ayala does no th ing  bu t cry,” he 
says, m opping  his brow  with his sleeve. “H e cries so hard  it is 
like a seizure.”
“B ut Ayala will live,” I say. Ayala had been the only criminal 
in jail. W ith the Festival so close, he m ust have expected he would 
be the one to die. T he capture o f  E l G ris is a reprieve for him.
“A yala w an ts  to  d ie ,” he  says. “ H e  w an ts  to  be w ith  
C oncepcion.”
C oncepcion was Ayala’s wife, Vargas’s sister. She died o f  the 
fever six m on ths ago. T he night after she was buried, Ayala w ent 
to the bar and drank him self senseless. W hen the church bells 
tolled m idnight, he jum ped up and overturned  his table, sm ashed 
botdes, kicked the m onkey in to  the wall, and ran out. H e w ent to 
the church, w here he stripped o ff  his clothes and relieved h im ­
self all over the fron t steps. “ I piss on your aposdes! I shit on 
your saints!” he said. H e shouted  this again and again, dancing 
naked around the church as we gathered in a crowd. H e stopped, 
suddenly, and w ith a look like he had just seen the Reveladon, he 
said, “ I will burn your G od .” T he police came as Ayala pushed 
through  the crowd, asking people if  he could borrow  a book  o f  
matches.
I open a crate o f  sapotes delivered this m orning. “A nd  E l 
G ris?” I ask Vargas. ‘Y o u  have seen him ?”
“Yes,” Vargas says. “H e tries to com fort Ayala.” Vargas eyes 
the sapotes. “ G o  ahead,” I say. H e chooses one and cuts in to  the 
fibrous brow n skin w ith a pocket knife.
“ It is sad to see Ayala,” Vargas says. “A naked m an in a bare 
cell. Even though the police do n o t need him  for the Fesdval any 
m ore, they still will n o t give him  his clothing.”
“ It is San H u m b erto ’s will,” I say. ‘W e live because it is our 
duty to live.”
‘Y o u  have never w anted to die?” Vargas asks. H e cuts a cres­
cent o f  p ink flesh away from  the rind.
“W hat we w ant is irrelevant,” I say.
•  •  •
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I too  lost my wife to a fever— to the fever o f  m oney and pow er 
that Lars brought to our town. H er note, delivered by Lars’s coach­
m an, explained it: Lars can give the children everythingjou cannot. He is 
a gentleman and you are a brute. He is a respected businessman and you sell 
fru it o f poor quality. A t Mass the next m orning  they all sat together 
in the fron t row, in the pew  reserved for Lars. I have n o t been 
inside the church since. San H um berto  understands.
Two years ago, Lars and M adalena traveled to the city for a 
vacation. M adalena never came back. It is said she was hit by a 
stray bullet w hen rebels storm ed the palace. W hatever the story, 
she is gone, and there is no th ing  I can do.
T he w hite m arble tom bstone that Lars’s m oney bought is as 
big as m y house. It is a blindfolded angel po indng  at the sky. 
W hen the shadows are longest, the wings o f  the angel darken 
forty-six o ther graves. I cannot read the epitaph because it is 
w ritten in Ladn. Worse, the stone gives her nam e as “D e Los 
Pozos,” w ith capital D, capital L. W hat kind o f  m an does no t 
know  how  to spell his w ife’s name? I asked Vargas if  the stone 
could be corrected. “You do no t have enough money,” he told 
me.
I know  M adalena would have com e back to me. Lars m ade 
her forget w hat is good  and w hat is right, bu t one day the great 
saint w ould have opened her eyes, show n her that Lars is like the 
feifoa, a fruit w hich rots from  the inside out, turning brow n and 
foul-sm elling underneath  its shiny green skin. I may be a m an 
w ho blackens eyes, w ho cleans his gun and dream s evil dream s, 
bu t I try to live by San H u m b erto ’s example. I am n o t a bad man.
As m uch as El Gris deserves his punishm ent at the Fesdval, I 
would rather see Lars in his place, sweadng and crying and help­
less, know ing that the floor will fall away, that his neck will snap, 
that we will all run  and lead the hyenas to him. T h a t is the picture 
I have in my head w hen I drop my coin in to  the well. I hear it 
clink at the bo ttom , m etal on metal.
I am stooped  over in the pain o f  drink. T he shade o f  the fruit 
stand is litde com fort. It is so h o t I can hardly breathe. I hear the 
sounds o f  ham m ers from  the square. They have begun to build 
the gallows.
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“T he papayas are beautiful,” a voice says. I t is my daughter. 
“You do your job well.” I know  she says this because she hears 
people com plain that they cannot get fruit early in the m orning. 
“T hank  you,” I say.
“ I hope you are well,” she says. “I worry.”
“I do n o t need your worry,” I say.
“H ow  is R uben?” she asks.
“T he same. Always the same.”
She tucks a strand o f her long black hair behind her ear. Ysela 
is nearly twenty, and she is the m ost beautiful w om an anyone in 
tow n has ever seen. T hese are n o t the w ords o f  a p roud  father, 
for I am  deeply asham ed o f  her. H er beauty is just fact, like it is 
fact tha t hyenas can smell dead m eat from  seven miles away 
through a cross-wind. She looks around nervously. She opens 
her basket and hands m e a bottle o f  tequila, the best tequila Lars 
sells. “ I took  it so you w ould no t have to go to the bar.” I tell her 
I can buy my own drinks, Lars or no Lars. But I take it from  her 
and hide it behind the stand.
She bites her lip. It is the same look she had before she told 
me she was going to w ork in L ars’ back room s:
Have you lost your mind noiv that your mother is gone?
—  You can’t control me like you controlled Mama.
Do not talk to me that way. I  am yourfather.
—  I  will talk any way I  want to talk. A .n d l will make my money any way 
I  wish.
I  will dragyou from  there and beat sense into you.
—  I  will curse you whenever someone is inside me. Whenever I  am fucking. 
San Humberto will make you pay.
—  San Humberto would pay me to fuck him.
I brace m yself for her news.
“I w ant to see R uben,” she says. “Will you show  m e the way?” 
“Ruben does n o t w ant to see you,” I say. N o t while she works 
for Lars.
She looks at m e bu t says nothing. T hen  she turns.
“May San H um berto  guide you,” I say.
“May he guide you as well,” she says curtly, walking away. She 
walks like M adalena walked, w ith confidence, even arrogance. In 
my blurred vision she looks exactly like her m other. I cannot 
stop w atching her. I do n o t even notice the two boys m aking o ff
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w ith all o f  my tam arinds until it is too  late to chase them. T he 
children are getting bolder these days.
Each day Vargas visits the jail and brings back the same news: 
Ayala is despondent, El Gris is strangely calm, and the two w his­
per together betw een the bars. I am filled with questions about 
E l Gris. D oes he have regrets? D oes he pray? Is he conspiring 
w ith Ayala, planning a breakout w ith the m an w ho w ants to die 
in his place? Vargas shrugs and says he does n o t know; the ban­
dit does n o t speak to him.
It is too  h o t to do anything bu t talk. T he ru m o r today is that 
Zorrillo, w ho runs the hyena farm , has starved the animals for a 
week; they are so hungry that one o f  them  escaped the pen last 
night and ate twenty chickens before Zorrillo captured it. People 
are also talking about the drinks and the m eats and the jellies and 
pies we will share on the roo ftops after the run. I w ant to share 
their excitement, but the thought o f  food makes m e ill. I realize 
I have eaten noth ing  in days. T he heat, the stillness, the flies, the 
tequila, they have robbed  m e o f  my appetite.
I pull my hat over my eyes and pretend  to sleep. T he chil­
dren will try to steal again today; they are crazy, and the Festival 
makes them  crazier. T he gun is in my hand, hidden under my 
shirt. T he bell at the schoolhouse rings. I wait. It will n o t be long.
T hrough  the weave o f  the straw  in my hat, I see the two boys 
em erge from  behind the cobbler’s shop and creep tow ard my 
stand. T he shorter one pulls a small wagon behind him. They are 
m ore than bold, I think. They have gone insane w ith this steal­
ing.
They are w ithin arm ’s reach o f  my oranges before I can make 
ou t their faces. T he short one is Z orrillo ’s son and the tall one is 
the son o f  the town doctor. They are no t boys w ho have to steal 
because they are hungry. T he wagon creaks and they stop, w atch­
ing to see if  I stir. I am patient. I am calm. I am com pletely still.
B ut I am up quick and strong as a pan ther the m om ent they 
reach for my fruit. T he gun is po in ted  at the tall boy’s head be­
fore they can even pull their hands back. It is the fastest I have 
m oved in years. They look at me, m ouths open. “Y ou are sur­
prised?” I say. “Surprised that a man will defend his fruit?” I
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walk ou t from  behind the stand and kick over the wagon. “A 
wagon? Were you going to steal everything I have?”
T he sh o rt boy starts to stay som ething, so I box him  in the 
ear w ith my free hand. My hand thinks for me. “Shut your m outh,” 
I say. “D o  you know  w hat San H um berto  does to boys like you?” 
I hit him  again. I see tears in his eyes. I feel tears in mine. “G o  
hom e now,” I say, “and tell your fathers w hat you have done.” I 
lower the gun. “N ow  leave m e alone.” I do n o t w ant them  to see 
an old m an cry.
They are slow to move, so I hit the tall one. “G o!” I yell, and 
they run. I sit and wipe my eyes w ith my shirt. I am  so tired.
A n hour later, their fathers com e to the stand to pay for all 
the fruit the boys stole. “ In the future, I w ould prefer that you 
n o t po in t your gun at children,” Zorrillo  says.
“ In the future, I would prefer that children n o t steal my fruit,” 
I say.
“U nderstood ,” he says. H e puts the m oney in my hand, which 
is still shaking.
Some nights I dream  about forgiveness. I do n o t m ean tha t I 
dream  about people forgiving people. I dream  about forgiveness 
itself, curling around buildings and nuzzling people like the cool 
west winds. Vargas does no t believe me. H e says you cannot dream 
about som ething you cannot see or touch or hear or taste or 
smell.
I have n o t told Vargas this, but w hen I dream , forgiveness 
has a smell. Forgiveness smells like limes.
O n  the day o f  the Festival, I close the stand early so I can visit 
Ruben once m ore before the run. As I pack away the grapefru it 
I sense som eone near me, w atching me, so I look up. I do no t 
know  if  it is the heat or the hangover or my bad eyes, bu t for an 
instant I see Ysela standing hand in hand with her m other. T hen  
I see it is my daughter, alone.
She takes a pair o f  eyeglasses from  her basket, hands them  to 
me. “ I found them  in one o f  M am a’s boxes,” she says.
I p u t them  on, and I feel my eyes adjust. T he gallows in the 
square com es in to  focus. I feel my eyes shift again, and now  I 
can see all the way to the east gate. I tu rn  to Ysela, and I see thin
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shallow wrinkles in her forehead that I have never noticed be­
fore. I t makes m e sad, to see my daughter look like she worries 
so m uch. But she has chosen w hat she has chosen. I cannot 
blam e myself.
She is biting her lip again. “You know  that I have m ade a lot 
o f  money,” she says.
I nod.
“I w ant you to visit M am a tom orrow. T here is a surprise for 
bo th  o f  you.”
M adalena’s nam e, I think. T he way it should be, the way she 
w ould have w anted it. I feel like dropping this crate and running  
to the cem etery now. But then I realize how  w rong it is. San 
H um berto  would frow n on such a tainted m onum ent. H e would 
curse it. “N o,” I say. She looks surprised. “Have it rem oved,” I 
say. “ I do n o t w ant your m o th e r’s grave defiled by w hore money.” 
T he slap hits m e before I see her arm  move. My eyeglasses, 
bent, hang from  one ear. H er teeth are clenched and she shakes 
with anger. “You have n o t changed.” She grabs a large, ripe pa­
paya and heaves it in to  the wall behind me. Pieces o f  the fruit 
spatter on the back o f  my head and neck. “A nd I no longer work 
for Lars,” she says. “Soon I will be a schoolteacher.”
“W hat can you teach them ?” I say in a voice louder than I 
intend. “H ow  to sham e their fathers?”
She walks away. She stops in the middle o f  the road and shouts, 
‘Y o u  think you are San H um berto  himself! You are not! You are 
an old d runk  fruit vendor, no t a saint and n o t even a father!”
I w ant to go after her, bu t I do no t know  w hat I w ould say, so 
I close the crate o f  grapefru it and sit. I pu t on the glasses again 
and see that people have com e out o f  the shops to stare. I take 
the glasses off. I cannot watch them  watching me.
I bite in to  a lime and let the sour juice flood my m outh. I do 
no t even blink w hen L ars’ m onkey steals a tangerine and runs 
away tittering.
I am dry-throated  and dripping w ith sweat w hen I get to R uben’s 
tree. My heart is beating fast and a pulse drum s in my ears. I sit 
on a flat m ossy rock and stare up into the branches, bu t I can see 
no shadow, hear no m ovem ent. T he only sound is the shrill cry 
o f  a chachalaca defending its nest. I wait, trying to think o f  w hat
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to say. It is difficult. I feel it has been years since I have said the 
right thing to anyone, even to the saint himself. Finally, this comes 
out: “Ruben, I do no t speak to you as your father but as a man. I 
am sorry  for all I have done and all I have failed to do.” T he 
apples fly. I close my eyes and let them  find their marks. W hen I 
arrive hom e I count the new  bruises. Seventeen in all. O ne for 
each year o f  his life.
It is time. T he last traces o f  sunset have disappeared and the 
gallows is lit only by the flickering torches on the roofs. We are 
all gathered in the square, packed in tightly, breathing on each 
other. I look through the crow d for Ruben, hoping, bu t I do no t 
see him. I t is a terrible thing for a father to say, bu t I am n o t sure 
I would recognize him  even if he were here. I cannot find Vargas, 
either. I do n o t w ant to be here alone.
A boy climbs the gallows, faces the crowd, waves his fist in 
the air. “Bring him  out!” he shouts. “Bring him  out!” T he crow d 
takes up the chant. I see Lars standing on the terrace o f  the hotel 
that overlooks the square shouting along, beating the railing with 
his fists. Ysela stands next to him, quietly, looking ou t at the 
crowd. I w onder if  she is looking for me.
T he door to the police stadon opens. T he light from  inside 
spills in to  the square, bu t no one com es out.
U nderneath  the shoudng I hear Vargas, pandng, saying, “Par­
don me. Pardon me. Pardon me.” H e pushes his way to me. H e is 
covered in sweat and dirt. H e wipes his forehead, leaving a streak 
o f  clean.
“W here have you been?” I ask him.
“T he police said I had to bury Ayala right away, before the 
hyenas are set free.”
“Ayala is dead?” H e nods. “H ow ?” I ask.
“E l G ris strangled him  through the bars.”
“O ne last kill,” I say. “H e could n o t resist.”
“Ayala begged him ,” Vargas says.
“T hen  may San H um berto  have mercy on Ayala’s soul,” I say. 
“H e did n o t deserve to be buried.” I find m yself getdng angry. 
W hy should Ayala get away so easily w hen the rest o f  us m ust 
stay here and hurt?
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“D o  you w ant to know  w hat I think?” Vargas says quietly, 
w ith his head down. “ I think it was an act o f  kindness.” W hen he 
lifts his head I see tears in his eyes. H e wipes them  away with his 
fat fingers and suddenly I feel very old and lost. I t was so m uch 
easier long ago. W hen husbands and wives stayed together. W hen 
children respected their parents. W hen we had no th ing  to fear 
bu t the infrequent visits o f  a legendary bandit.
T he crowd quiets as the m onsignor walks out o f  the police 
station. H e takes his place to the right o f  the gallows. H e chants 
San H u m b erto ’s creed in the old sacred tongue and makes the 
sign o f  the cross. T he Festival has begun.
T he m ayor walks into the square, followed by the police chief. 
E l G ris com es through the door. His hands are shackled behind 
his back. H e does no t look so frightening now  that they have 
shaved his head. H e looks tired, thin. Still, the crow d gasps and 
ooohs and aaahs, just like they did w hen they saw M adalena, my 
wife, walk through the church in the w edding dress Lars bought 
her.
“ I f  I were in charge, I would no t have cut o ff  his hair,” Vargas 
says. “N ow  his nam e does n o t fit him .”
El Gris is surrounded by policemen. O ne o f  them  is the young 
m an w ho has w oken m e up in the street several times and walked 
m e hom e. H e is friendly, n o t yet co rrup ted  by age and m oney 
and crime. T he policem en lead E l Gris to the gallows. T he young 
one walks up the steps with him.
I imagine E l Gris jum ping dow n from  the gallows, catching a 
pistol throw n by a com padre hidden in the crowd, runn ing  to a 
waiting horse with his gun blazing. I imagine one o f  his bullets 
finding Lars up on the terrace and dropping him  dead. I imagine 
El G ris getting away safely. I wish for it.
Perhaps I am the one w ho will throw  him  the gun.
But E l Gris makes no m ove to escape. H e stands still as the 
young policem an tightens the noose around his neck. T he m ayor 
m otions for quiet. “As San H um berto  punished evil, so do we in 
his name. Before you is the infam ous outlaw El Gris. Many have 
tried to bring him  to justice and have failed. B ut today, in our 
own town, he will die, thanks to Lars Jarlssen and to the young 
and beautiful Ysela Maria Rivera de los Pozos.”
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Ysela? I think. T he crowd roars approval.
E l G ris looks up at my daughter, as if  he w ants her to be the 
last thing he sees before he dies. T he young policem an reaches 
for the lever. Ju st before I close my eyes I see that Vargas cannot 
watch either. I hear the trapdoor slap and the rope jerk taut, and 
then the creak o f  w ood as the bandit swings, dead.
Years ago, w hen Ysela was a little girl, I explained the Festival to  
her like this: First we impose justice like San Humberto himself would. 
A fter the hanging, we divide into four groups and wait at the gates fo r the 
hyenas to be let in. Then we run with the hyenas. We lead them to the dead 
man, and then we watch from  high above. We are their guides. I t is like we 
are the great saint and they are us. We lead them to justice, but we do so at 
great risk to ourselves.
But why? Couldn't they fin d  the dead man themselves? she asked. 
Couldn't they smell him?
That is not the point, I said. Someday you will understand.
We are gathered together in fron t o f  the w est gate, waiting for 
the signal. Jugs o f  sangria pass through the crowd. People drink 
quickly, in equal parts celebradon and fear. Som eone says the 
rabid ones are behind the south  gate this year. Som eone else says 
no, he knows they are here behind the w est gate because Z orn llo  
him self said so. T here is still no sign o f  Ruben.
I look dow n the road tow ard the square; though it is dark, I 
can make ou t the shape o f  E l G ris’s body, now  m odonless at the 
end o f  the rope. I can hear the hyenas in their cages outside the 
gate, snarling, throw ing themselves against the bars that confine 
them . I hear teeth on metal, and I realize that I am very fright­
ened, frightened o f  the hyenas, o f  Lars, o f  the people around 
me. I am frightened that I will never see my son again, frightened 
o f  w hat I have done to Ysela. I realize I am becom ing an old 
m an, and I am frightened o f  myself. T he m ore I have learned, 
the m ore frightened I have become.
I feel the strength leak from  my dred, bruised legs. I drink a 
large m outhfu l from  a jug bu t it does no good. “ I w ant to go,” I 
say to Vargas. “ I am too tired to run .”
A pistol fires from  behind the gate. “Too late,” Vargas says. 
H e throw s the jug aside, grabs my hand, and we run.
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T he gate opens behind us. I hear the clanks o f  cage doors 
and the hyenas’ snarls turn ing  to w hoops. I do n o t look back. 
Past the feed store, past the animal d o c to r’s, past the bakery, a 
quarter o f  the way there. But Vargas and I fall behind the pack. 
H e pulls m e along w ith him. I can hardly breathe; the air is filled 
w ith dust and w ith the stink o f  dirty, m urderous fur. I feel my 
heart thum ping. I hear my feet pounding  against the road. I hear 
the hyenas behind me, fron t legs long, hind legs sho rt— ka-thup, 
ka-thup, ka-thup. Powerful jaws snapping. I have heard them  ev­
ery year o f  my life. I do n o t w ant to hear them  ever again.
Past the tailor, past the barber, alm ost half way. Vargas is 
nearly dragging me. I am  holding him  back— fat, pandng  Vargas. 
I am  so tired. I need to stop and I do n o t care w hat is behind  me. 
T hen  I w onder: am I no better than Ayala, on his knees and 
begging to have his neck w rung? O h, bu t this is different, so 
different. It is one thing to seek death; it is another simply to 
accept the inevitable, to em brace the fate that snaps at your heels. 
Everyone will be able to see how  different it was. Even if  they do 
not, I know  San H um berto  will. H e will understand.
A t the m om en t I let go o f  Vargas and try to p lant my feet, I 
feel a prickly heat surge th roughout my body, just as quickly the 
w arm th  turns to ice. I think I feel m yself dying.
Vargas clamps his soft hand around my arm  and pulls, hard. 
H e turns his head, and I can see by his eyes that the hyenas are 
close, closer than they have ever been to him  before. “Run!” he 
yells, his high voice sharp, com m anding. W ithout thinking I take 
his hand again, bu t I do n o t know  how  m uch longer I can run.
Just ahead is my fruit stand. My fruit stand. W here I have 
sold the fruit for every breakfast, every pie, every jar o f  jelly in 
this tow n for thirty years. In this tow n w here people laugh at 
L ars’s jokes and forget w here their pies com e from . In this town 
w here m en com e to do business with m e after doing business 
with Lars, w ith my daughter.
I feel a sharp pain in my side, and I think, I  have been shot. Lars 
has shot me. He is standing on the terrace, lowering a rifle, and laughing 
along with that damned monkey. B ut no, it is just a cramp, n o t enough 
air. Breathe, Manolo. Breathe. A nd I concentrate on breathing, 
breathing in everything that is in the air, the good with the bad, 
the forgiveness with the dust and the stench and the ghosts o f
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the dead, and the love with the fear. We pass the stand and now  
I think about Ysela com ing there to tell m e her good  news. Ysela. 
My daughter w ho fixed her m o th er’s stone. My daughter the 
schoolteacher. My daughter w ho caught E l Gris. A nd the pain 
still burns my side, bu t I pass Vargas and begin to pull him  along 
with me.
A nd we pass the cobbler’s and the cooper’s and the saddle 
m aker’s store, and I see in my m ind how  it happened. E l Gris 
heard about the m ost beautiful w om an in the land and knew  he 
had to see her so he came to our tow n with his hair tucked under 
his hat and found Lars and told him  he would pay twenty times 
the usual rate; he just had to be w ith this beautiful Ysela, this 
angel. A nd Lars took the m oney and sent him  o ff  with her, and 
maybe she was scared and maybe she was not, bu t she knew 
w hat she had to do for everyone else, and she knew  Lars would 
never do it— could never do it— so she w hispered to one o f  the 
o ther girls to run  and get the police, and she took E l Gris in to  
her room  and let him  soil her, no, no, she took him, she had him, 
and she kept him  there until the police knocked down the door. 
A nd Lars claimed credit, bu t o f  course that was a lie; it was only 
Ysela. Ysela, w ho now  w ants to su rround  herself w ith good  
people and do good things, w ho wants to teach children. A nd 
maybe that was no t how  it happened exactly bu t my legs are 
pum ping and the bar and the church flash by m e and everyone 
converges in the square and Vargas and I climb the ladders up 
the side o f  the hotel, safe, away from  the beasts below.
T he hyenas stop dead in fron t o f  the gallows. They hunch 
forward and eye the body swinging in the air. T heir instincts will 
soon take over. We are silent as we watch them  in the firelight. 
W hen this is over, we will have the rest o f  the night to celebrate. 
We will drink and dance and laugh on the roofs until sunrise, 
w hen Zorrillo and his riflemen clear out the hyenas and make it 
safe to com e down. But now  it is time to watch.
A fter the first hyena leaps on to  the gallows and bites in to  a 
leg, the others fall in to  a frenzy, as if  they had all shared the first 
taste o f  the dead. They swarm over the gallows, jaws snapping as 
they jum p for their bounty. T he body sways and jerks as the 
hyenas rip m eat from  bone. They knock each o ther over the side 
as they fight for the best pieces. They howl and laugh. We will all
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hear these sounds in our nightm ares, and that, I realize, is one 
reason we do this.
Lars watches from  the edge o f  the roof, leaning against the 
railing, surrounded  by three young girls, his latest recruits. I think 
abou t approaching him  and dem anding m oney for his m onkey’s 
theft, bu t I tell m yself that this is n o t the time. I see Ysela stand­
ing w ith her friends across the square. I tell Vargas I will re tu rn  
and make my way around the square, crossing betw een buildings 
on the w ooden planks, trying n o t to look down. I tap her on the 
shoulder. H er friends look at m e and turn  away.
“ I am so sorry,” I w hisper to her. “ I am p roud  o f  w hat you 
have done. A nd I think you will be an excellent teacher.”
I feel her w arm  breath  in my ear as she w hispers back, “San 
H u m b erto  keep you well.” She smells like her m other, like the 
w est w ind and the w inter rains. She kisses m e and returns to  her 
friends, som e o f  w hom  are handsom e young m en. It occurs to 
m e that she could be in love w ith one o f  them  and I w ould no t 
know.
I realize that I do no t belong here, and while this saddens me, 
I understand  that for now  this is how  it m ust be. I cross back to 
the ro o f  o f  the hotel and stand with Vargas.
A hyena climbs the fram e o f  the gallows and creeps ou t on 
the crossbeam . It gnaws at the rope. T he body falls and is buried 
under a pile that twists and quivers and shrieks. “They figured it 
ou t m ore quickly this year,” Vargas says. T he snapping and chew ­
ing and laughing get louder and louder until there is no th ing  left 
o f  the bandit.
T he bells ring. It is time for the celebradon.
People su rround  Lars, congratulating him  for the capture o f  
E l Gris, fighting for position in his good  graces because he owns 
the town. Vargas and I stand by ourselves, still w atching as the 
hyenas sit and eat the pieces they have to rn  away. We do n o t say 
anything to each other. A light w ind blows across the rooftops, 
cooling m e through my w et shirt. It is a w ind that prom ises a 
thundersto rm , a violent bu t m erciful break in the weather. I think 
o f  all the times I stood on the ro o f with Madalena and we watched 
the sacrifice together. W hen the church bells rang, she would 
make the sign o f  the cross and begin to pray. Maybe it was just 
the bells ringing and the w ind blowing through her hair and her
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lips form ing the w ords o f  a prayer, but every time I thought my 
God, she has never been more beautiful. For the first time I can re­
m em ber her w ithout anger. My feet throb, and I can feel a puddle 
o f  sweat in my boots. Is this how  anger drains away?
I see Lars telling his story for a crow d o f  people, collecdng 
handshakes and pats on the back. Som eone whisdes and the sound 
cuts through the wind. Lars turns tow ard the whisde, like a m an 
w ho assum es all whisdes are m eant for him.
I hear the bone crunch as an apple hits him  on the bridge o f 
his nose. H e recoils as if shot. B lood spills over his b lond beard 
and dow n his w hite suit.
“D id  you see?” I say to Vargas. “My son has good  aim.”
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